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Natural Models 

John Torreano’s paintings invite a leap of faith into a spatially complex arena 
that is alternatively mystical, erotic and humorous. Much of Torreano’s 
imagery is derived from models that have evolved from gemology, astronomy, 
or what has been loosely termed chaos science. Each of these physical sciences 
asks a basic question about perception: how best to express the evidence of 
experiential activity? Their solution is to propose a model as an equivalent 
structure when reorganizing a picture of the world. Similarly, Torreano’s 
paintings do not describe specific events, but are based instead on shifting 
patterns of perception. The artist replicates these patterns in seemingly ran¬ 
dom but precisely structured configurations of faceted gems and arrangements 
of spheres. 



Wall Gem , 1988, 9 1/2 x 9 x 10 inches 




Red Rough Cut , 1989, 26 x 26 inches. 


Material is an external, largely extraneous reality in Torreano’s scheme; it is 
the vehicle that delivers his illusions. In Red Rough Cut, 1989, Torreano 
intentionally plays organic (spherical, wood) against crystalline (geometric, 
artificial) structure. Densely packed with refractive gems, reflective spheres 
and light absorbing holes, Torreano’s paintings continually alternate scale— 
either revealing inner dimensionality like a microscope, or projecting outward 
like the view through a telescope. The topology of Torreano’s ambiguous 
territories suggests dimensional universes. His marks, gouges and repeated 
layers of sanded paint establish the coordinates for embedded gems and 
spheres. Torreano builds his art out of the paradox implicit in such rapidly 
telescoped vision. As we perceive the surface and accept its illusion, we are 
simultaneously pulled back by the mundane actuality of the artist’s blunt 
depictions of discrete objects. These elements function throughout the artist’s 
paintings as models for expression, invention and discovery. 
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P.M. s Mum , 1986, 90 x 96 inches. 


Process and Metaphor 

Torreano’s art proposes elegant conundrums and seductive illusions. The 
poetic potential of his largely abstract vocabulary always contrasts sharply with 
the physicality of his material. This puzzle reflects the artist’s understanding 
of the abstract expressionism of Arshile Gorky and Jackson Pollock. For some 
modern artists, automatism (the willing suspension of reason employed by 
Surrealist writers and artists to express subconscious ideas and feelings) led to 
a reconfiguring of traditional landscape into a non-objective, atmospheric field. 
The breakdown of a tightly structured visual expression that liberated artists 
like Pollock to produce all-over fields and free-form drawing remains a seedbed 
for abstract artists. Torreano’s P.M.’s Mum, 1986, pantomimes the ex¬ 
uberance of a Pollock painting, approximating the pure joy of paint with a 
model of abstraction that is extended to embrace content which, unlike 
Pollock’s, is measured in terms that are shifting and fugitive. Torreano’s subtly 
shaded and largely monochromatic field relishes plywood grain both as a real 
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and a trompeToeil foil, establishing atmospheres that are alternatively micro- 
and macro-cosmic. Instead of lying illusionistically on a metaphorical picture 
plane Torreano’s forms, spinning out in a spiral, are embedded—they are 
actually gouged and routed into plywood surfaces that are encrusted with 
multifaceted gems. 

Glass jewels entered Torreano’s painting vocabulary in the early 1970s, during 
the height of minimahsm. Foregoing approaches to art-making exemphfied in 
the work of artists such as Frank Stella and Robert Morris and unwilling to 
deny either illusion or metaphor, Torreano refined his surfaces and ultimately 
his content toward a singularly emotional aesthetic. What began as a concise 
visual pun on the "preciousness" of minimalist art objects evolved into a 
meditation on the ways we recognize and confer value. Torreano beheves in 
using the mythology of art as a means of questioning what he says is "the general 
issue of meaning and the idea of experience verses spirituality." 1 Jewels func¬ 
tion as conduits for light, and light remains Torreano’s chief metaphor for the 
perceptive act. Not only do the glass gems physically refract light (and by 
implication, the easy solutions of straightline, linear vision), they embody the 
artist’s complicated subversion of the schism between rationality and emotion. 



Rough Cut with One Gold Ball , 1988, 29 x 29 inches 
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A Unique Geological Event 

Torreano constantly contrasts themes that investigate the bi-polar existence 
of an object and its double. However, rather than wholeheartedly adopting the 
mechanics of science, Torreano prefers to operate under the guise of humor. 
He creates a distinctly emotional impact in works such as 3-Ball Magritte , 1987, 
or 4-Ball Cluster , 1987, where the sight-gags and slapstick humor of odd-ball 
combinations are conjoined with highly refined decorative surfaces. Possessing 
a weirdly kinetic sensuality, these paintings embody peculiarly human ir¬ 
regularities in such a way that they verge on becoming oxymoronic. Torreano’s 
relationships in scale and placement are multivalent—alternatively luxurious, 
humorous and subtly erotic. 

Tutti Unici , 1988, also embodies Torreano’s visceral sense of humor. The 
painting is, in his words, "just balls on the wall," but the scattered balls and 
holes might refer specifically to a shell game, or generally to any game of chance. 
Torreano’s art insists that humor is essential to human perception. Rather 
than employing the rigid precision of a Cartesian grid for his complicated 
arrangements of objects in space, Torreano lets the grain of the plywood 
surface serve as a non-linear graph. Such humorous contraventions challenge 
Frank Stella’s blunt comment about minimalist perception, "what you see is 
what you see" with the more mystical "what I allude to is what you see."^ 



Galaxy with Red Oval, 1988, 72 x 72 inches 
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3-Ball Magritte , 1987, 26 x 26 inches. 


Torreano’s view of art as a multifaceted series of variable arrangements is 
nowhere more apparent than in his sculptural installations. In Ghost Gems , 
1989, humor is the ultimate variable, the redeeming human element in an 
otherwise geometric equation. There is an indisputable high-spiritedness to his 
insistence on turning the interplay between the sculptural and two-dimensional 
towards an understanding of perception itself. In a scenario that meshes 
observation with absurdity, the mythology and science of gemology and the 
mapping of a clearly defined physical system are simultaneously confirmed and 
equivocated. 


Mjj| 




Tutti Unici , 1988, 72 x 72 inches 
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The site-specific installation Ghost Gems is Torreano’s visual pun on the 
neo-classical atrium of the Corcoran Gallery of Art. Turning the atrium into a 
gargantuan jeweler’s case, he juxtaposes a host of wooden models of gem 
patterns with the atrium’s neo-classical white marble sculptures. The busts, 
marshalled along the walls as reminders of men and women valued for their 
uniqueness in history and the arts, are both parodied and homaged by 
Torreano’s gems. A sense of each bust’s relative scale (and indirectly, their 
value) is challenged by the random scatter of Torreano’s outsized gem shapes, 
just as the preciousness universally accorded a jewel gently mocks the pompous¬ 
ness of portrait statuary through the plainness of the simple, ostensibly ’base’ 
materials from which Torreano’s models are constructed. 


The artist in his studio with Ghost Gems , 1989 
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Material Illusions 

Torreano’s balls and jewels wedge us tightly between two sets of contradictory 
visions, merging the tactile physicality of individual objects with the unity of 
illusionary fields. The divergent and often dissonant materials and techniques 
that Torreano employs—plywood and paint, spheres, gems, sanding, gouging 
—achieve a baroque theatricality in their reference to recognizable composi¬ 
tions such as landscapes or abstract interiors. However, Torreano’s paintings 
deny the stasis of a resolved image. In the artist’s words, "the figure/ground 
relationship is between the viewer flipping from one perception to another and 
then pushing back into illusive metaphor." Each painting offers its own 
system—a complete universe with a sense of scale not referential to actual size. 
The active physicality of Torreano’s crafted objects, while always teasing us 
with illusionism, consistently interrupts easy recourse to the resolution of 
images. They insist on syncopated rhythms that transmute ordinary surfaces 
into glorious cacophonies of color and light. Expansion , 1989, envelops us in 
energetic contradictions of massive and miniscule scale. A riot of black balls 
and gems emanate from the central panel, muted only by the sumptuousness of 
a smokey rose field; gold leaf shot through layers of sanded paint acts to suggest 
a luminous halo for gems and balls that are caught in a state of simultaneity. 
Expansion structures a double rubric that is perhaps best described as a 
synthesis of science and magic. It maps systems around which we must struc¬ 
ture our own constantly shifting perceptions. 
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Footnotes 

1. All quotes by the artist are from interviews conducted in 1988-89. 

2. Barbara Haskell, BLAM! The Explosion of Pop, Minimalism, and Performance 1958-1964, 
pp 92, as quoted by Bruce Glaser, in "Questions to Stella and Judd," Art News , 65 (September 
1966), pp 58-59. 
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received degrees from Flint Junior College, Flint, Michi¬ 
gan (AA), Cranbrook Academy of Art, Bloomfield Hills, 
Michigan (BFA), and Ohio State University, Columbus, 
Ohio (MFA). He currently lives and works in New York 
City. 
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Enamel and glass jewels on plywood 
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Courtesy Margo Leavin Gallery, Los Angeles, 
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Gold leaf and wood balls on plywood 

26 x 26 inches 

Collection of Mike and Pi Crowley 

Floating Sphere #1, 1987 
Enamel stain on ash plywood panel 
72 x 72 inches 

The Oliver-Hoffmann Collection 
Go Grain, 1987 

Enamel, wood balls, and gold leaf on birch plywood 
72 x 72 inches 

Courtesy Susanne Hilberry Gallery, Birmingham, 
Michigan 

Neutron Ball, 1987 

Gold leaf, wood ball, and polyurethane on plywood 
72 x 72 inches 

Collection of the Neidieh family 
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Enamel and gems on fir plywood 
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Courtesy Arthur Roger Gallery, New Orleans, 
Louisiana 


Rough Cut with One Gold Ball, 1988 
Enamel, gold leaf, and wood balls on plywood 
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Collection of Rima Mardoyan-Smyth and Ned Smyth 
Tutti Unici, 1988 

Enamel and wood balls on birch plywood 
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Courtesy Carl Solway Gallery, Cincinnati, Ohio 
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Red Rough Cut , 1989 
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Installation 
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New York 
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Gold leaf and wood balls on plywood 
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Private collection 
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Gold leaf and wood balls on plywood 

26 x 26 inches 

Courtesy Nina Freudenheim Gallery, Buffalo, 
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